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Abstract 
This research investigates how sensemaking, which underpins all organizing, takes place in the virtual world of Second Life. 
Sensemaking is the process of how we socially construct reality. A virtual ethnography was undertaken within a community of 
educators in Second Life to ascertain how practitioners make sense – that is, ‘make’ that which they ‘sense’ – in the virtual 
world. Preliminary analysis of how people, objects, processes, and places in Second Life are socially constructed by practitioners 
suggests that sensemaking in virtual worlds is comprised of fragile, complex, and nuanced practices which illuminate what we
take for granted in the actual world.  
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1. Introduction  
Virtual technologies have changed the way we work, play, and learn. In particular, 3D virtual worlds afford us 
digital bodies and digital landscapes in which to organize virtually. This research investigates how sensemaking 
takes place in virtual worlds, specifically in Second Life. Sensemaking underpins all organizing [1], such as our 
ability to work together, play with each other, and learn collectively. As such, understanding how sensemaking takes 
place in virtual worlds goes to the core of understanding how we organize more generally in virtual worlds. 
Sensemaking was chosen as the focus of this study because, unlike organizational learning, collaboration, or other 
organizational theory, because it describes the foundational processes of our ability to co-create the reality in which 
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we organize. The aim of this research then is to describe the unique features of sensemaking in Second Life. This 
research will thereby throw light on what we have, until the advent of virtual worlds, taken for granted in 
constructing reality and organizing given that virtual worlds are utterly contrived rather than natural and given. 
2. What is sensemaking? 
Sensemaking is the process of social construction of reality - that is, how we create or ‘make’ that which we 
‘sense’ as real and act upon in the world [2]. According to Karl Weick, the founding father of sensemaking theory, 
the fundamental unit of sensemaking is the ‘sensemaking episode’ [3]. We largely co-create the reality we share 
with others without really thinking about it until we experience an interruption to our perception of how the world 
works, which we then attempt to resolve in an effort to restore our sense of reality. For example, in a middle school 
classroom, a sensemaking episode may be set in motion by an interruption to the flow of the lesson, such as a 
student beginning to cry in their seat. At this point, the students’ and teacher’s shared sense of a functional ‘lesson’ 
are challenged, and the group attempts to resolve the interruption through collective sensemaking efforts, i.e. 
figuring out what is wrong with the crying student and resolving the situation in order to the return to the lesson. 
Sensemaking is always social in that narratives are “both individual and shared... an evolving product of 
conversations with ourselves and with others” (Currie & Brown 2003: 565) [4]. In the actual world, such as in the 
classroom, we often take a ‘baseline’ narrative or understanding of where we are and what we are doing as given. 
However, the contrived nature of virtual worlds and the opacity of the actual people who are mediated by virtual 
bodies (e.g. avatars, profiles, and text) destabilize many of these taken-for-granted elements in actual settings, thus 
challenging our sensemaking efforts. Sensemaking theory also contends that how people make sense of the world 
determines their actions [1]. In other words, “sensemaking is about action … (it) is as much a matter of thinking that 
is acted out conversationally in the world as it is a matter of knowledge and technique applied to the world” (Weick, 
Sutcliffe & Obstfeld 2005:412) [5].  
Weick [2] summarizes his sensemaking theory by describing seven distinct features of sensemaking: identity, 
retrospect, enactment, social, ongoing, cues, and plausibility – which are explained below using the sensemaking 
episode involving the crying student as an example. First the sensemakers bring their identities as students and 
teachers to bare in their sensemaking by noticing relevant cues, such as the fact that the student’s books have fallen 
on the floor. Second, following the initial interruption to the lesson, the sensemakers retrospectively think on what 
they have noticed in order to create a ‘sense’ of what happened and act upon it. Third, the sensemakers enact their 
sense of the situation by doing something to try to resolve the problem, for example the teacher, concluding that the 
books were pushed off the desk by another student, picks up the books and sends the offending student out of the 
room. Fourth, the episode is social in that the sensemakers try to achieve a shared understanding of why the student 
is upset and what should be done about it. Fifth, the sensemakers’ shared sense of a ‘lesson’ is restored and 
maintained on the basis of ongoing and often taken-for-granted assumptions (e.g. that students are quiet while the 
teacher is talking). Sixth, cues are the pieces of information that the sensemakers notice when retrospectively 
making sense of the crying behavior. Finally, that the student’s books were knocked off his desk by another student 
is a plausible (rather than a strictly accurate) reason for the crying, i.e., even if there may have been ‘more to the 
story’, it didn’t matter in sensemaking because the action taken resolved the problem (i.e. the teacher’s actions 
stopped the crying). 
Through looking at sensemaking episodes of educator’s in the Second Life community during meetings, 
seminars, and conferences, this research investigates if and how the above-described processes and features of 
sensemaking translate in virtual worlds.  
3. What is virtuality?  
Though the concept of virtuality is not unified in organization studies literature, this research adopts the 
definition presented by Bailey, Leonardi & Barley (2012:1485, italics added): “virtuality occurs when digital 
representations stand in for, and sometimes completely substitute for, the physical objects, processes or people they 
represent” [6]. A commonplace example of virtuality is when text in an email stands in for the person with whom 
one is communicating. 3D virtual worlds afford perhaps the most rich and immersive environments in which to 
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express and experience digital representations of people, objects, and processes, as well as places (which are bound 
up in and comprised of the other three elements). This research investigates how we, through our avatars (people), 
synthetic landscapes (objects), digital communications (processes), and virtual islands (places) make sense of and 
thereby socially construct the reality in which we organize. Key research questions include the following. In virtual 
worlds, how do we perceive each other? How do we create and draw meaning from virtual materials? And how do 
virtual worlds enable and constrain our efforts to enact a shared sense of place? These questions investigate the 
fundamental sensemaking practices that allow us to exist and organize in virtual settings.  
4. Methodology 
A virtual ethnography [7] is being undertaken to inform my research. I have (and continue to) participated in a 
Second Life community whose members promote and practice education in 3D virtual worlds. Initially I sought 
permission from the organizers of the Virtual Worlds Best Practice in Education (VWBPE) conference (July 2013) 
to attend the sessions, talk to participants, and collect data such as chat logs. Since then, I have regularly attended 
education-related conferences, roundtables, and seminars in Second Life, integrating myself into and contributing to 
the community as a legitimate member. I have ‘friended’ community leaders/organizers and contacted them to 
inform them of my research and ask for referrals for interviewees.  
Data collection is taking place in two phases. First, participant observation in the Second Life educator’s 
community involves taking fieldnotes, downloading chat logs, video-recording meetings from my desktop, and 
taking screenshots. Second, in-depth interviews (mostly via Skype) with educators are being carried out during the 
participant observation phase. Interviews explore participants’ general experiences as education community 
members in Second Life. We also talk about specific community events at which the interviewee and I were co-
present. Supporting data are being collected from listservs, newsletters, and blogs related to education in virtual 
worlds. 
The data were analysed through the lenses of Weick’s sensemaking theory [2,3,5] and Bailey, Leonardi & 
Barley’s definition of virtuality [6] (both outlined previously). Namely, I identified instances in which I and other 
participants sought to make sense of people, objects, processes, and places during organizing activities. Where 
interruptions to sense occurred, I tried to ascertain how those interruptions were resolved in the virtual world. 
Further, Weick’s seven features of sensemaking (identity, retrospect, enactment, social, ongoing, cues, and 
plausibility) were employed as sensitising concepts [8] to help draw preliminary conclusions about the nature of 
sensemaking in virtual worlds. 
The sensemaking episodes presented in the preliminary results are drawn mainly from my own experiences as an 
ethnographer in Second Life. I have found that my tendency is to make sense of my reality by comparing my virtual 
experiences with equivalent offline experiences. For example, I tend to compare virtual meetings to the face-to-face 
meetings I am used to. What I take for granted in ‘traditional’ organizing activities is highlighted in the interruptions 
to sense I experience when the virtual activity at hand does not play out in the traditional way. Further analysis is 
required to compare my experiences with that of my participants, most of whom are more experienced in Second 
Life than I am. I expect to find that some of the interruptions I experience are less problematic for members of the 
educators’ community. As such, my fresh perspective draws further attention to that which we take for granted in 
virtual worlds over time. 
5. Preliminary findings  
First, how we enact and make sense of people (bodies and identities) in Second Life is complicated by the 
enormous freedom we have in how we express ourselves/our avatars. (In the educators’ community I have 
encountered human, animal, robot, and plant avatars). Also, the fact that ‘alts’ enable us to experience multiple 
embodiments as a single user means we have infinite choice in the ‘selves’ we bring to bear in any given setting. 
Further still, the range of preferences available to each avatar such as ‘outfits’, ‘gestures’, and ‘animation overrides’ 
afford participants further means to express an identity specific to the setting and activity being undertaken at the 
time. For example, at the VWBPE I changed out of the professional outfit I wore for seminars into a dress for a 
social dance party.  
Such fluidity of identity creates challenges for the sensemaker that impact the ways in which we construct a sense 
of reality [2]. For example, at a recent roundtable meeting in Second Life I was seated near a giraffe, an unfamiliar, 
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non-human embodiment, at which point I experienced an interruption to flow. In my sensemaking efforts I was 
trying to construct what the participant wished to convey or represent through their embodiment as a giraffe. This 
sensemaking interruption highlighted the fact that I had assumed a shared understanding of ‘a meeting’ in Second 
Life, i.e. that a professional group, such as the educators’ community, would look/dress in a professional or 
business-like way. Evidently, this ‘sense’ was fragile and broke down easily. Of course, shared assumptions in the 
actual world break down too, but they seem to be more easily destabilized in the contrived, virtual world because of 
the multiple identities which may be brought to bear in a given virtual situation or activity.  
Second, some objects from the actual world are recognizable in the educators’ community in Second Life. For 
example, at a recent seminar I attended, the amphitheatre (though elaborate) was a familiar seating arrangement and 
the PowerPoint slides were a ‘traditional’ part of a seminar. What was unfamiliar, however, was the interactive use 
of a giant, circular, 7-point Likert scale. The presenter posed a question to the audiences, and participants responded 
by directing their avatars to stand up and walk into the zone that represented their answer, from Strongly Disagree to 
Strongly Agree. Further, the Likert scale was scripted to display the percentage of avatars standing in each zone.  
The integration of scripts and data into the digital object provided me and others with rich and accurate 
information about the context from which to draw meaning. In other words, the cues – that is, what people notice in 
order to make sense (i.e., the percentages) - were explicit. While I would be able to estimate the proportion of 
participants standing in an actual, giant Likert scale (or the number of hands raised by audience members, as would 
be a more common way of taking a poll in a traditional seminar), this ‘virtual poll’ was more interactive, engaging 
and, importantly, far more plausible to create and enact in the virtual world. This feature of virtual worlds - the 
ability to integrate digital data with interactive objects - enabled a rich sensemaking experience. Such a finding is 
counterintuitive to traditional notions of virtuality which suggest that virtual worlds are less rich than the ‘real 
world’ [9].  
Third, there are various organizational processes involved with the activities of the educators’ community in the 
Second Life that are familiar to us from the actual world. For example, there is often a meeting agenda laid out at the 
weekly meetings I attend, for example, the Non-Profit Commons (NPC) meetings. However, the meeting in Second 
Life is not executed in the same way as a regular meeting, owing to the enabling and constraining features of the 
virtual world. Namely, the main speaker communicates via voice while other participants communicate via text 
using the ‘Nearby Chat’ function (often referred to as the ‘back channel’). This results in a complex interaction that 
blends various communication modes (i.e., chat, instant message, voice, PowerPoint slides, etc.) into a novel type of 
‘virtual meeting’.  
When participants make sense of this virtual meeting, they must concurrently listen to the presenter and read the 
chat, honing in on the intersections between the two (e.g. moments when the presenter answers a question via voice 
that was asked in the chat, or a participant answers a question in the chat that was asked by the presenter). In my 
experience these multifocal, non-linear interactions demand more focused attention and effort than exchanges in 
traditional meetings where multiple, concurrent conversations are discouraged. In this way, the multiple streams of 
non-linear conversation essentially ‘interrupt’ the participants’ sense of the meeting. Reconstructing reality 
(restoring flow) during/after such interruptions requires heightened and prolonged episodes of sensemaking which, 
unlike in most actual meetings, may continue for the length of the activity at hand.  
Fourth and finally, the sensemaking practices undertaken in regards to people, objects, and processes in Second 
Life contribute in a collective sense of the virtual places in which the educator’s community carry out their 
activities. Examples of such virtual places are the International Society of Technology in Education - Special 
Interest Group Virtual Environment (ISTE SIGVE) campfire and the Virginia Society for Technology in Education 
(VSTE) community lounge room, both of which are intimate settings that feel warm, personable, and welcoming. 
These virtual places and comprised of synthetic material arrangements that are enacted by community members over 
and over again. For example, the ISTE SIGVE campfire is co-created by participants at the weekly ‘office hours’ 
meetings as a relaxed, casual, safe, and friendly space for discussing almost any topic. Further, at the ISTE SIGVE 
campfire I feel co-present with the other participants. The intimate campfire which conjures fond memories of 
childhood, complimented by the synchronicity afforded by using voice, is very engaging. In comparison to other 
Second Life meetings which are mostly text- based (semi-synchronous) and take place in larger, more open spaces, I 
am able to maintain flow more easily and experience less interruptions to my sensemaking efforts in the campfire 
sessions.  
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6. Conclusion 
In sum, through looking at activities undertaken by members of a Second Life educators’ community, and drawing 
mainly from my own ethnographic experiences, preliminary results provide some novel insights into how 
sensemaking takes place in virtual worlds. First, the multiple identities afforded to us by virtual worlds can 
challenge our sensemaking efforts. Namely, assumptions about people (and their professional identities) founded in 
the actual world often breakdown and cause interruptions to sense in the virtual world (i.e. the presence of the 
giraffe), highlighting the fragility of the utterly contrived and constructed virtual environment. Second, in some 
ways Second Life can provide a richer sensemaking experience than may be expected from a synthetic environment. 
Namely, the ability to integrate data into interactive objects provides participants with rich information by which to 
make sense and socially construct reality. Third, the multi-stream, non-linear processes of interaction in Second Life 
meetings result in lengthy and complex sensemaking episodes that require more focused and prolonged effort than 
in the actual world. Finally, the material arrangements that comprise virtual places promote flow for participants, 
i.e., the campfire is engaging and affords a sense of co-presence that minimizes interruptions to co-creation of 
reality. Further analysis is required to identity more sensemaking practices of participants in the educators’ 
community in Second Life as they socially construct reality and organize. Owing to the volatility and novelty of 
virtual worlds, I expect my research will show that people make sense within virtual worlds by unexpected and 
fascinating practices.  
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